Changes in spatial structure of the native riparian mustelid guild including the European mink Mustela lutreola, otter Lutra lutra, polecat M. putorius and stoat M. erminea in connection with the expansion of the American mink M. vison were analysed on the basis of a radiotracking and snowtracking study in the upper reaches of the Lovat river, NE Belarus. Four main questions were investigated: (1) how does habitat selection differ between the native mustelids in the absence of American mink? (2) does habitat use change following the arrival of American mink and, if so, how? (3) does habitat selection differ between the two mink species? (4) how does European mink density before American mink arrival compare with American mink densities after the disappearance of European mink?
INTRODUCTION
Currently in Eastern Europe, the European mink Mu.stela lutreola is disappearing apparently due to the American mink M. vison expansion (SIDOROVICH, 1992 (SIDOROVICH, , 1997 MARAN & HENTONEN, 1995; SIDOROVICH et al., 1995; MARAN et al., 1998) . The decline of European mink populations is thought to be the result of direct competition, in the form of aggressive encounters with American mink (SIDOROVICH in press; SIDOROVICH et al., unpubl. data) , accentuated by the rapidly expanding mink population with an increasing reproductive rate (SIDOROVICH, 1993) . There is no substantial evidence that the decline in European mink populations is due to either a decline in prey abundance and availability or to competition for prey (SIDOROVICH, 1997; SIDOROVICH et al., 1998) . It is possible that the habitat requirements of the two mink species are different and this may offer some explanation for the complex changes observed in the spatial structure of the declining European mink population. High American mink density may also affect the abundance and distribution of the other mustelids inhabiting river valleys, such as the polecat (M. putoriu.s), the stoat (M. erminea) and the otter (Lutra lutra).
With respect to the changes in the spatial structure of native semiaquatic mustelid populations due to the expansion of American mink, four main questions arise: 1. How does habitat selection differ between the native mustelids in the absence of American mink? 2. Does habitat use change following the arrival of American mink and, if so, how? 3. Does habitat selection differ between the two mink species? 4. How does European mink density before American mink arrival compare with American mink densities after the disappearance of European mink?
MATERIAL AND METHODS
All the study sites are characterised by semi-undisturbed conditions, with a network of rivers and wetlands, as well as large-scale forest ecosystems. In north-eastern Belarus at the head of the River Lovat (Gorodok district, Vitebsk region) where the main results concerning the population changes in the riparian mustelids were obtained, the portion of agricultural landscape (also including aquatic ecosystems and various wetlands of natural type) comprises 31 %, only. Any other effects of human activities (including pollution) which could lead to a substantial deterioration in the aquatic ecosystems appear to be unimportant in the study area. As to pollution in Belarus, contaminants (heavy metals, organochlorine pesticides and radionuclides)
were not found in dangerous concentrations in
